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VTSF Changing Names, Taking On Childhood Obesity
As of July 1, VTSF will become Va. Foundation for Healthy Youth
RICHMOND- As of July 1, the Virginia Tobacco Settlement Foundation (VTSF) will become a division of the new Virginia Foundation for Healthy Youth, reflecting an expanded mission that will include childhood obesity prevention.
Virginia Gov. Timothy M. Kaine recently signed legislation making the changes effective July 1. State Del. John O’Bannon, M.D., chairman of the VTSF Board of Trustees, and Sen. Ralph S. Northam, M.D., also a VTSF board member, introduced the legislation, which passed unanimously in the 2009 General Assembly session.
“Nothing is more important than our children’s health,” says Del. O’Bannon. “VTSF has worked hard on tobacco with great results, and we think we can get a handle on the childhood obesity problem too.” A respected Richmond-area neurologist and former chief of staff of Henrico Doctors’ Hospital, Del. O’Bannon previously chaired a General Assembly joint subcommittee studying childhood obesity in Virginia public schools.
Sen. Northam, a pediatric neurologist at Children’s Hospital of the King’s Daughters in Norfolk, says, “I sponsored the legislation to have VTSF take on this additional responsibility because I feel strongly that the Foundation has the framework and approach necessary to address the childhood obesity epidemic. As both an elected official and a practicing pediatrician, I care deeply about this issue, and look forward to making progress with the new Virginia Foundation for Healthy Youth.”

The Virginia Foundation for Healthy Youth (VFHY) will be the parent organization for statewide childhood health initiatives aimed at preventing and reducing tobacco use and obesity among Virginia youth. The tobacco-use prevention initiative will continue operating under the VTSF name, and the childhood-obesity prevention and reduction effort will be known as Virginia Youth Obesity Prevention (VYOP).
“Childhood obesity is a major health threat to Virginia’s children,” says VTSF Executive Director Marty Kilgore. “This is a good fit for VTSF. We have a proven track record of being able to reach youth in Virginia, and this is another way that we can help our children grow up to lead healthy, happy lifestyles as adults.”

Virginia ranks 25th in the nation for its percentage of overweight or obese children, and the state’s overall obesity rates jumped 10 percent in the last decade, more than all other states in the nation. About 30 percent of Virginia children ages 10 to 17 are overweight, just under the national average of 31 percent, according to the 2003 National Survey of Children’s Health commissioned by the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). As many as 58 percent of all Virginians are overweight or obese; 23 percent do not exercise on a regular basis.

Children and adolescents who are obese have an increased risk for a variety of health problems in childhood and adulthood, including diabetes, high blood pressure and heart disease.

VTSF was established by the General Assembly in 1999 to lead the statewide effort to reduce and prevent the use of tobacco products by Virginia youth. Since VTSF started its work, the percentage of Virginia public high school students who are regular smokers has fallen from 28.6 percent (then above the national average) in 2001 to 15.5 percent (well below the national average of 20 percent) in 2007. VTSF employs a multifaceted approach to prevention, including: statewide educational programs; a youth-targeted marketing and advertising campaign; innovative university-level research; and enforcement of Virginia's tobacco-access laws. 
VTSF is funded by a 10 percent share of Virginia’s annual Master Settlement Agreement payments. After July 1, 2009, this 10 percent share of Virginia’s MSA funds will go to the Virginia Foundation for Healthy Youth, with the majority being used to fund tobacco-use reduction and prevention efforts statewide. The majority of funding for the Virginia Youth Obesity Prevention initiative will come from grants and other funding sources, including donations to Prevention Connections, VTSF’s sister nonprofit fund-raising organization.

For more information, contact Richard Foster, VTSF public affairs coordinator, at (804) 225-3947.
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